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HOW I BEGAN



My father and mother bickered a lot, which is why, there being no such thing as television to distract one, or any other room in which to escape from the raised voices, my mother encouraged my natural inclination to scribble in notebooks.


I began to write stories when I was eight years old – about an old sea-dog called Cherry Blossom Bill who kept his rum supply in his wooden leg. This was not unusual; most of my school-friends kept diaries, wrote poems or composed little playlets, though these had mainly to do with fairies living inside marigolds. Writing was more beneficial an occupation to us than attending a psychiatric clinic, should such a place have existed, and helped to get rid of anxieties nurtured by the particularly restricted sort of upbringing common to lower-class girls in wartime England. It says a lot for my mother that she was always more than ready to clear the table so that I could get down to my next chapter. If I worked for more than two hours she would say, ‘Run out into the garden, pet. All authors must play.’


I began a novel when I was ten, but circumstances had forced me to destroy it before it was completed. I had bought a book on Livingstone’s travels in Africa, a volume as big as a family bible, its pages tipped with gold leaf. I wrote my epic on pieces of exercise paper and glued them with flour-and-water paste to the existing pages. Apart from the sacrilege of defacing such a beautiful book, this attempt at secrecy was useless. In no time at all the flour swelled and the book refused to close. I was alarmed that my mother would find it and read the contents – it was an in-depth account of what I thought of her life with my father – and I didn’t want to hurt her. I coated the book with dripping, put it in the bin on the path at the side of the house and set light to it. The back door caught fire.


For three years I contented myself with writing short stories to do with a lonely boy who roamed the seashore talking to seagulls. I repeated sentences in the manner of D. H. Lawrence and grew lyrical about the dark blood of the senses. Then I saw The Thief of Bagdad at the local picture house and launched into more exotic, carpet-flying tales.


It seemed to me, even then, that a short story was a waste of a good idea, and so I began Filthy Lucre. It owes a lot, undeniably, to Dickens and to Robert Louis Stevenson, two authors I was reading at the time. The character of the legless Robert Straffordson is obviously one up on Long John Silver.


I was dissatisfied with the result, mainly because it wasn’t ‘real life’ and I had invented the characters and the plot. I don’t think I have ever invented anything since. Reading it now I am of the opinion that writing is very like music, in the sense that if you hear a song often enough it becomes impossible not to go on humming the same tune. I also feel that I must have had a macabre sense of humour, because the best bits – personally speaking – have to do with either death or murder. I don’t remember reading anything about the Chinese Opium War, although my father was always raving about the Yellow Peril, and I can’t think where I got such a puritanical view of drinking. My poor father and mother hardly touched a drop except for a port-and-lemon at Christmas.


I still think short stories are a waste of a good idea, which is why some of the stories in the collection ended up as television plays or full-length novels.


B. B.




FROM


MUM AND MR ARMITAGE




For Charlie and Bertie Russell





MUM AND MR ARMITAGE



Being elderly, Miss Emmet, the thin lady from the Midlands, expected to be left out of things. And she was. Some of the younger guests – Walter Hood for instance, whose mother had recently died, and the girl who had served in the Land Army during the war and was wearing a halter-top in spite of the weather – took it badly.


‘I think it’s downright rude,’ the girl said, when for the third evening on the trot the regular crowd went off into the library to play cards, jamming their chairs so tightly against the door that it was impossible for anyone else to join them.


‘I’ve never even set foot in the library,’ complained Walter Hood. ‘They’re in there every blessed minute.’


Thinking that six shelves stacked with detective novels hardly constituted a library, Miss Emmet said Goodnight and went up to her room. But for the smoke that billowed out from the hearth as she closed the door the young people would scarcely have noticed she was gone.


‘Perhaps things will get better when Mum and Mr Armitage arrive,’ the land-girl said. She felt brighter just mentioning their names.


The regular crowd who frequented the Herbert Arms Hotel Christmas, Easter and summer never stopped talking among themselves about Mum and Mr Armitage. What good sports they were! What fun they were to be with! Life hummed when Mum was in the vicinity. Her real name was Rosemary Mumford, but nobody ever called her that. At least, not after she became a widow. In the middle of the war she had received one of those telegrams regretting that her husband was missing, believed killed. He had last been seen above Düsseldorf, baling out of a blazing Wellington bomber. It was thought that he and Mum had spent their honeymoon at the hotel, in No. 4, the big room at the front with the brass bed by the window and the stuffed stoat on the mantelpiece. They had returned again the following year, in summer. Mum had known the area as a child; her uncle, it was said, had been in charge of the mine over at Marton. When she was little Mum had gone down the mine with a candle attached to her helmet.


The stoat had been ensconced in the front bedroom for the last ten years, out of consideration for Mum’s feelings. It had previously stood, impaled on a stick on a bed of withered bracken and encased in glass, on the window-sill in the library, until, the Christmas after she had received the telegram, Mum had knocked the case to the ground, shattering the glass. It was assumed it was not an accident. Bits of stuffing had come out of the stoat and Mr White had hidden it out of sight in the front bedroom so as not to cause Mum further aggravation. It obviously reminded her of her husband.


There was even talk that Mum had undergone one of those breakdowns peculiar to arty types, that she had actually been put into hospital; although some argued that it was more physical than mental, or rather that something had happened, while her mind was temporarily distracted with grief, which had resulted in an injury. What sort of injury, no one could say. It was all very much a matter of conjecture, and so long ago.


That she had loved Mr Mumford, to the extent that life without him had no longer seemed worth living, went without saying. Of course, this was simply the opinion voiced by women members of the regular crowd. Their menfolk, if trapped in the discussion, either looked sheepish or instantly remembered something pressing that had to be done.


Certain people, Annie Lambert for one, swore she remembered that week in June when Mum had stayed at the hotel with her husband, though for the life of her she couldn’t describe what he had looked like, or how tall he was. Nor was she sure of his name. ‘Bert’, she thought – or perhaps it was ‘Stanley’. It was an ordinary sort of name. And she had an inkling that he may have been an insurance agent before he was drafted into the RAF. Not a door-to-door salesman; something a bit grander than that, as one might expect.


‘What sort of fellow?’ people asked.


‘Ordinary,’ she said. ‘Definitely ordinary.’


‘Was he very demonstrative?’ Molly Berwick had wanted to know.


‘It’s a blank,’ Annie confessed. ‘But I think he called her Rosemary.’


Most people didn’t even know her proper name. She had always been Mum to the crowd at the hotel. Not that she was motherly – far from it. True, she was well built, but they all agreed that the twinkle in her coquettish eyes was neither matronly nor maternal. Her friend Mr Armitage, who had cropped up a year or so after her husband went missing, was the perfect partner for her. Not that they were partners except in the companionable sense. Mum certainly wasn’t his fancy woman; she wasn’t that sort of person, though it was obvious that he thought the world of her. He never addressed her as anything else than Mum, and the others followed suit because Mr Armitage was such a card. They both were. You could bowl people down with a feather, people who weren’t in the know, when they heard him calling her Mum, because he looked old enough to be her father. Really, it was comical.


Guests often told the proprietor, Austin White, that he ought to give Mum and Mr Armitage a discount, on account of their entertainment value. In theory, he felt they had a point. They were indeed splendid company, and although a fortnight at the hotel, with full board, was very reasonable, the atmosphere was never quite the same without Mum and Mr Armitage. The things they got up to! The tricks they played! The land-girl had been staying at the hotel for a week now and knew most of the stories by heart. There was the Easter when Mr Armitage painted the horns of all the cows with some sort of luminous paint and then let them loose from their stalls after dark just as Captain Lewis from the Pennines, who’d had a harrowing experience at Arnhem, had come cycling back from the pictures in Welshpool. He was so surprised that he rode his bike into the ditch and cricked his neck. And another time, in the summer probably, Mum had organised a midnight bathing party down at the river and no one had worn costumes, not even the retired bank manager from Norfolk who had some sort of disfigurement and wouldn’t have gone naked if Mum hadn’t hidden his bathing trunks. That was the marvellous thing about Mum and Mr Armitage – everyone became part of the fun, no one was allowed to stand on the sidelines. To crown it all, there had been a full moon. The stories were endless.


Last night, at supper, someone had complimented Mr White on the floral arrangements, and Albert Ward, one of the regular crowd, had picked up a rose and held it between his teeth. He had caused a riot at the table. Apparently it reminded everybody of the year they had gone with Mum to the flower show at Powys Castle, when Mum had dressed up as a Spanish dancer and persuaded that woman from Manchester, the one with the goitre, to climb … but the rest of the story had been lost in uproar, and shortly afterwards the regular crowd had left the table and shut themselves up as usual in the library.


‘Did you catch what happened the day of the flower show?’ the land-girl asked Walter Hood.


‘Someone fell,’ he said.


‘Who?’ she asked. But he was looking down at the mourning band on his arm and his eyes were watering.


The next day, shortly before teatime, Miss Emmet was sitting in her mackintosh in the little garden at the side of the hotel, pressing wild flowers between the pages of her nature book, when she was startled to see a procession of guests trooping through the French windows on to the lawn; some of them had obviously just risen from an afternoon nap, because they were still in dressing-gowns and slippers. The man they called Albert Ward was wearing a tea-cosy on his head. From within the hotel came the boom of the dinner gong, struck with frenzy and accompanied by laughter.


‘Is it a fire?’ asked Miss Emmet, alarmed.


Outside the hotel a dozen people had assembled on the road. Mr and Mrs Hardwick were attempting to keep their children under control, lining them up according to height beneath the library window. One of their daughters, the tomboy child with the plaits, was stabbing a fork into the wistaria which, only yesterday, the proprietor had so carefully and protectively tethered behind a complicated cat’s cradle of string. Molly Berwick, the schoolteacher from Huddersfield, and her friend Annie Lambert were standing to attention against the church wall; they had been over at the bowling green and Mrs Lambert still held the jack. As usual, her friend had a cigarette stuck to her lip.


‘Eyes front, girls,’ shouted Albert Ward, and he ran into the yard at the back of the hotel and returned with the mucking-out brush, carrying it over his shoulder as though it was a rifle. He began to parade backwards and forwards in front of the porch, barking out military commands like a madman. The diversion this caused gave Mr Hardwick, smiling broadly, the opportunity to snatch the fork from his daughter’s hand and smack her quite brutally over the head.


‘Whatever is going on?’ demanded Miss Emmet, perplexed. She couldn’t understand why the child with the plaits wasn’t howling.


Then suddenly the two middle-aged men from Wigan – they were always referred to as ‘the lads’ – who habitually wore shorts, even at supper, and who had been hogging the most comfortable seats in the lounge ever since lunch, snoring, and dangling their speckled legs over the arms of the chintz sofa, rode out of the yard on their tandem bicycle. Wobbling somewhat before gathering speed, they pedalled off down the road towards the hump-backed bridge. The Hardwick children ran in pursuit, whooping like Indians. From the churchyard came a tremendous clatter as rooks lifted from the tops of the elm trees and swooped across the sky.


‘Is it a race?’ persisted Miss Emmet, not expecting an answer. A few moments later a faint cheer rose from beyond the bridge, and then Mr White’s black car, horn tooting like the devil, appeared round the bend of the lane, flanked by the tandem and the screaming children.


‘They’re here,’ shouted Mollie Berwick, stamping her muddy plimsolls up and down on the puddled road. It was hard to believe that she was a teacher.


‘They’re here,’ echoed Annie Lambert, and she sent the jack hurtling like a cannonball into the hedge.


The regular crowd surged forwards. Without a second’s hesitation the land-girl ran behind, clapping her hands.


Miss Emmet went back into the garden. Collecting her nature book from the bench, she let herself out by the wicket gate and set off in the direction of the village. She could hear the telegraph wires humming, high and quivering above her head. Unaccountably, after days of rain the sun came out.


When Miss Emmet returned some hours later, the gong had already sounded for supper. The din from the dining-room could be heard outside on the road. As a general rule she would have gone without food rather than sit down at the table in her walking clothes, but there was a delicious smell of casseroled rabbit above the scent of roses in the garden and her long tramp in the sunshine had increased her appetite. She didn’t think she would look out of place in her tweed skirt; the majority of the guests seemed to favour casual attire of one sort or another. On the night of her arrival, when she had come downstairs in one of her two silk frocks, Albert Ward had remarked that they didn’t stand on ceremony at the Herbert Arms Hotel. ‘So I gather,’ Miss Emmet had replied, for she had found herself seated next to the stouter of the two ‘lads’, and when she bent to pick up her napkin which had fallen to the floor, she inadvertently brushed his hairy leg with her arm. He had made some innuendo, and one or two people had sniggered. She had pretended to be amused.


Miss Emmet went round the front of the hotel into the yard and through the scullery door. Fortunately she had left her court shoes in the cellar when changing into her brogues that morning. The spaniel dog was nosing its tin bowl across the flagstones, ferociously lapping water. Miss Emmet kept her distance. It was not that she was afraid of dogs, simply that she disliked not being able to tell at a glance whether they be friend or foe. It was difficult, she felt, to trust anyone, man or beast, whose eyes gave nothing away. Washing the blackberry stains from her hands at the scullery sink, she went down the passage to change her shoes.


She was just stooping to undo her laces when she realised that she was not alone. There was a man in the cellar, standing on a three-legged stool among the barrels of beer, doing something to the trap door in the ceiling. She was flustered, and stared at him quite rudely.


‘Sssh,’ the man warned, and he tapped the side of his nose meaningfully with his little finger. Miss Emmet was taken aback. All the same, she found herself going on tiptoe out of the cellar. She was leaning awkwardly against the larder door, one shoe off and one on, when he came after her. ‘Joke time,’ he whispered. ‘It will be our little secret.’ And he bounded off down the passage in his striped blazer.


It was difficult for Miss Emmet to get to sleep that night. The noise from the rooms below, the shouting, the gusts of laughter, continued well into the small hours, long after the public bar had closed and the last customer had relieved himself against the cowshed wall beneath her window and gone squelching away up the muddy yard.


As soon as supper had finished, Mr Armitage, assisted by Albert Ward and supervised by Mum, had shoved the long table to the far end of the dining-room before carrying the oval table through from the library.


‘What game are we playing?’ the regular crowd had wanted to know, bumping into each other and ferrying chairs from one corner to another. Miss Emmet hadn’t waited to find out.


Whatever sort of game it was, it was obviously complicated and of long duration. At one point it necessitated the singing of a negro spiritual, at which the spaniel set up a melancholy howling. It woke the collie dog in its kennel. Though Miss Emmet stuffed her fingers into her ears she still heard the brute’s strangled yelps as it hurled itself the length of its chain beyond the pig-sty. Shortly before dawn she thought there was a sound of glass breaking.


Miss Emmet breakfasted alone. Even the children had not yet come down. Mr White hardly spoke when he brought in the fried bacon. None of the windows appeared to be broken.


At midday Miss Emmet bought some buns at the village shop and ate them in a field down by the river. It was annoying to miss a meal already paid for, but she felt she couldn’t face luncheon at the hotel.


Last night at supper both Mum and Mr Armitage had addressed her directly. Mr Armitage had asked her what part of the world she came from, and having been told, declared it a lovely spot, which it wasn’t by any stretch of the imagination, being not far from the centre of Wolverhampton and dreadfully built up, and Mum, prompted by some absurd remark of Albert Ward’s to the effect that Miss Emmet was a child of nature – always messing about with flowers – had promised to send her a box of geranium cuttings. ‘And she means it, you know,’ cried the schoolteacher. ‘It’s not one of those comments thrown out at random. Mum always keeps her word.’ Miss Emmet had not doubted her. She had already observed how cleverly Mum apportioned each guest his share of the limelight, how unfailingly she hit upon the one topic that suited – and oh, how unstintingly, without ever taking her attention off the speaker or averting the gaze of those light brown eyes ringed with spiky lashes, she passed the salt, the bread, the greens. Really, she had quite ordinary eyes, but for the moment, hunched beside the river, Miss Emmet thought of them as frightening, not for what they had seen, but for what they hadn’t.


Later that afternoon, when she was sitting in the garden waiting for the gong to sound for tea, Miss Emmet overheard the land-girl and Mrs Hardwick discussing the events of the night before. ‘It was so unexpected,’ Mrs Hardwick was saying. ‘I know, I know,’ the land-girl said. ‘If you ask me, it was uncanny. Uncanny.’ And she gave a little scream.


‘But such fun,’ admitted Mrs Hardwick.


‘Not for him,’ said the girl and, laughing, they both sat up in their deck chairs and looked guiltily across the garden to where Walter Hood lay on his back in the shade of the hedge.


When they had recovered, Mrs Hardwick called out, ‘I expect it wasn’t much fun for you either. I don’t suppose you got much sleep.’


‘I always sleep very soundly,’ Miss Emmet said. ‘Last night was no exception.’


Mrs Hardwick expressed surprise. ‘I thought we made enough racket to raise the dead,’ she said.


At which the land-girl started to laugh all over again – in the circumstances it was such an apt remark – and then both she and Mrs Hardwick began to recount the story from the beginning, not so much for Miss Emmet’s benefit as because neither of them could bear to let the subject drop.


First Mr Armitage had moved the table from the library into the dining-room; in the process a little bit of wallpaper had been scuffed off from under the light switch, but Mum said it was hardly noticeable. Mr Armitage said that if they wanted to get in touch with the spirit world it was always better to choose the oldest part of a house for the setting. Really they should have gone down into the cellar, but Mr Armitage said it was too difficult to transport the table, so the next best thing was to be in the room directly above. He’d done a lot of it in India apparently, when it was too wet to do anything else.


‘When it rained,’ interrupted the girl, ‘even the books turned mouldy.’


‘Not mouldy,’ objected Mrs Hardwick. ‘Just limp.’


They had tried to get in touch with the spirits, but the wine glass kept spelling out ‘Shut up’ whenever Albert Ward asked if there was anyone waiting on the other side. It was a scream. Of course some people weren’t taking it seriously, and Mum said that was probably what was causing the interference.


‘He took it seriously,’ the land-girl said, lowering her voice and pointing discreetly at the prone figure on the grass.


‘Yes,’ said Mrs Hardwick, solemn for the moment, and then she was off again.


The glass had finally whizzed straight off the table and hit the window. Mr White had looked a bit put out, but there was no damage. Then Mum told an eerie story of an aunt of hers who had levitated right up to the rafters during a church service. She was in the choir at the time. So they had all stood in a circle round Molly Berwick and put their hands on top of her head, the way Mr Armitage instructed, and pressed down. They sang ‘Shall we gather by the river’, because Mr Armitage thought it would help, though not all of them were sure of the words. Nothing happened except that Molly complained of feeling dizzy; that, and of the havoc they were causing to her permanent wave.


‘Don’t forget the dog,’ squealed the girl, and for a time Mrs Hardwick almost choked laughing.


Then Mr Armitage said they ought to stand in a line facing the hearth, on account of the mirror above the fireplace. Mirrors, especially oval ones, were known to be conducive to the appearance of phenomena. If they all stood in a line and really concentrated, particularly the doubting Thomases, perhaps there would be some sign. And by Golly, it worked.


‘Oh, it did,’ shrieked the girl. ‘It did. It was uncanny.’


Mr Armitage had missed it all. He’d just that minute popped out to get himself another gin and tonic, and while he was away the carpet rose in the air. Not all in one piece like in The Thief of Baghdad but in the middle. They all saw it. Mr Armitage said afterwards that he could kick himself, missing it like that.


‘And then he got a bit upset,’ whispered the land-girl, winking and gesticulating in the direction of Walter Hood. ‘He was moaning. When the carpet fell flat again he got down on his hands and knees to study it. And then suddenly he shouted and clutched his nose. He hadn’t been drinking.’


‘Something went up it,’ explained Mrs Hardwick. ‘He said it felt like a bit of wire.’


‘He bled,’ said the girl.


‘Not badly,’ protested Mrs Hardwick.


‘He called for his mother,’ the girl said, and in spite of herself she couldn’t stop laughing.


At teatime, and again at supper, Mum apologised to Miss Emmet for the rowdiness of the night before. ‘How we must have disturbed you,’ she said. ‘It was very thoughtless.’


‘Please don’t mention it,’ Miss Emmet had replied on the first occasion, and on the second, ‘I may be old, but I hope I’m not a spoil-sport.’


After supper Mum said that she could do with an early night, though it was hard to believe it. She had changed from her matador trousers into a grey costume with square shoulders. In her sling-back shoes, her silk scarf, blood-red, which she wore turban-fashion about her head, she looked ready for a night on the town – had there been one. ‘We could all do with an early night,’ she insisted, and everyone agreed with her. The land-girl, bitterly disappointed, nodded vehemently.


Miss Emmet was about to go out of the dining-room door when the spaniel padded across the threshold. She stepped aside to let it pass.


‘You don’t like dogs, do you?’ said Mum.


‘No, I don’t,’ Miss Emmet said, and could have bitten off her tongue.


The rest of the week was relatively uneventful. Albert Ward grazed his knees – it had something to do with an egg-and-spoon race organised by Mr Armitage – and one of the Hardwick daughters fell out of an apple tree while watching the bowls tournament. She had been told to stay on the ground. Luckily Mum broke the child’s fall, and one of her own fingernails in the process. It was ironic really; the child involved wasn’t particularly in favour at the time, having been caught dragging the stuffed stoat on a piece of string along the corridor. The child knew perfectly well that the stoat was anathema to Mum. Everyone did. Fortunately Mum had been out playing tennis. There was also an incident, recounted to Miss Emmet by the land-girl, in which someone had dressed up in a white sheet and flitted about the churchyard, frightening the life out of Mrs Lambert and another guest, who may or may not have had a heart condition, but no harm resulted.


The land-girl had become almost one of the regular crowd, though not all of them remembered her name. She had taken to painting her toenails, and wore turbans, night and day, in imitation of Mum. On the Sunday, as Miss Emmet was coming downstairs ready for church, Mr Armitage called out to her from the bar parlour. He and Mum were without company for once. Reluctantly she went through to them. Mr Armitage asked if he might be allowed to buy her a drink.


‘Oh, no,’ said Miss Emmet. ‘I don’t drink, and besides I’m just on my way to church.’


‘So are we,’ he said. ‘There’s plenty of time.’ And he took her by the elbow and practically forced her to sit down. It wasn’t yet opening hours and Mr White was out bell-ringing, but Mr Armitage felt so much at home that he nipped behind the counter and poured out two gin and tonics and a glass of lemonade. ‘Drink up,’ he said, setting the glass before her. And obediently Miss Emmet sipped at the fizzy liquid, for, although it was a long time ago, she had once been used to doing what men told her.


Neither he nor Mum were dressed for church. He wore his blazer, and Mum was wearing grey flannel trousers and a jacket to match. Her white turban was printed all over with the heads of dogs.


‘We were wondering,’ said. Mum, ‘if you’d care to come for a run this afternoon. Just the three of us. Mr White has offered the loan of his car.’


‘Do come,’ Mr Armitage urged.


‘Well, now,’ Miss Emmet told them, ‘I was thinking of writing letters.’


‘It would give us so much pleasure,’ said Mum.


Miss Emmet couldn’t help smiling; it was such a ridiculous statement.


Mistaking that smile, Mr Armitage cried out jubilantly, ‘Jolly good,’ and took the matter as settled.


During morning service Miss Emmet prayed that Mum would think of something better to do with her afternoon. She and Mr Armitage had changed their minds about coming to church, and it was not beyond the bounds of possibility that even at this moment they were driving off into the countryside. But when she came out into the sunshine the first thing she saw was the black motor-car parked against the hedge.


She hardly touched her lunch. Not for years had anyone sought her company, and the thought of two hours, one hundred and twenty minutes, in which Mum and Mr Armitage would give her their undivided attention, interrogating her, raking over all the small details of her life, took away her appetite. She considered hiding in her room. But then, how would she deal with the rest of the week?


Mr Armitage gallantly helped her into the back seat of the car. There was a smell of fertiliser and warm leather. Mum sat at the front. The land-girl hovered in the porch of the hotel, hoping to be included even at this late stage. Mum gave her a cheerful wave as they drove off. A Hardwick child ran with them as far as the corner. ‘Little pest,’ said Mum.


They took the Marton road towards Corndon and the heather-covered slopes of the mountain, winding uphill between fields of barley hedged with hawthorn.


‘What a beautiful day,’ said Mr Armitage.


‘Beautiful,’ murmured Mum, dangling her hand outside the window as though the breeze were the sea. Miss Emmet, with her hat on, said nothing.


They reached a plateau of moorland above Marton. Mr Armitage stopped the car and got out to stretch his legs. Mum appeared to be asleep; her turbaned head lolled against the window. Miss Emmet too fell into a doze. Presently Mr Armitage returned and they drove on.


After perhaps half an hour the car stopped again. Waking, Miss Emmet saw that they were at a crossroads. On her right, some few yards down the lane, stood ornamental gates, flanked by posts topped with stone birds, green with moss. The gates were open.


‘Oh, look,’ said Mum. ‘Do let’s go in. I love old houses.’


‘We’ll be trespassing,’ said Mr Armitage, and looking over his shoulder asked Miss Emmet what she thought. Miss Emmet said she had no idea.


‘Please,’ said Mum. ‘We can say we took a wrong turning.’


They drove up a dark avenue of towering rhododendrons, and emerged into the sunlight beside a kitchen garden, beyond which squatted a brick bungalow with vulgar shutters at the windows. An ugly baytree stood in a tub on the brick front step.


‘Oh dear,’ said Mum. ‘How disappointing.’


‘They’re obviously away,’ Mr Armitage said, and he pointed at the runner beans withering on their canes.


‘I’d be away if I lived somewhere like that,’ remarked Mum, quite fiercely, and Miss Emmet was surprised, for she had imagined Mum as living in just such a house, though without the grounds.


‘There’s a water tap,’ said Mr Armitage. ‘And a hosepipe. Those plants could do with a spot of moisture.’ He turned again to Miss Emmet. ‘What do you think?’


‘Don’t be silly,’ said Mum.


‘It does seem a shame,’ Miss Emmet said, looking at the shrunken lettuces, the parched blackcurrant bushes, and making up her mind she opened the car door and struggled out.


‘Don’t blame me if you’re caught,’ called Mum.


Miss Emmet had advanced some way down the path towards the water tap – Mr Armitage had not yet left the car – when she heard the dog. Its howl was deep-chested, threatening; it was an awful sound. Miss Emmet froze on the path, clutching her old woman’s coat about her, too frightened to breathe. Joke time, she thought, knowing she had been caught.


The Alsatian that bounded round the side of the bungalow was jet-black, huge. It was followed by a smaller, emaciated red setter with a mean and bony head. The ferocity of their barking, the slither of their claws on the gravel as they rounded the fence almost drove Miss Emmet out of her mind. Both dogs stopped ten yards from her, ears flat, teeth bared.


Someone screamed, but it was not Miss Emmet. She was concentrating on the red setter; he was the leader, she was sure of it. If she transmitted her fear the brute would go for her throat. She forced herself to look into its hateful eyes. It lay down on the path, snarling.


Miss Emmet heard the click of the car door as it opened behind her. ‘Don’t move,’ she called out, keeping her voice as steady as she could manage. ‘You mustn’t move.’ She could smell mint in the garden, and thyme, and saw dust spiralling upwards in the sunlight as the dog’s heart thumped in its chest against the path.


After minutes had elapsed, or it might have been hours, Miss Emmet began to move backwards in the direction of the car. The setter wrinkled its muzzle and half rose. Miss Emmet halted. The dog crouched again.


It took an age. Once, the dog ran forward alarmingly, but this time it stopped of its own accord, and Miss Emmet continued to move backwards, slowly, slowly, and now she had only to put out a hand and she would touch the bonnet of the car.


‘Close the windows,’ she said, and waited. ‘Now, open the door on my side.’


But it was already open for her, and she was through it and scrabbling to slam it shut as the red setter hurled itself against the glass, the Alsatian leaping like a dolphin as high as the roof, slobbering as it snapped its jaws, flecking the windows with spittle.


Mr Armitage said it was an outrage, a disgrace; she might have been mauled to death. The village constable must be told. Only a madman would go on holiday leaving that sort of dog roaming at will. His hands shook on the wheel.


Miss Emmet sensed, rather than saw, the road stretching ahead, the fields beyond, the distant mountain, all permeated by the clear and golden light of the afternoon. There was no shade anywhere, no darkness, except in her heart.


Mum was crying. Twice, she swivelled round on her seat as though she meant to say something to Miss Emmet, but the tears just ran down her cheeks, and she turned away again. Her head in its scarf patterned with dogs wobbled as she wept. But then, thought Miss Emmet, tears were cheap.


The land-girl was disappointed when Mum failed to come down for her usual drink at six o’clock. And during supper she found Mum subdued, not quite up to par. When she attempted to tell her what had happened that afternoon at the bowling green – it was an amusing story and featured one of the ‘lads’ – Mum cut her short and spoke instead to Miss Emmet, who had caught the sun and whose eyes blazed in her scorched face. Mum talked to no one else during the entire meal. On the few occasions Miss Emmet bothered to reply her tone of voice was peculiarly condescending. Everyone noticed it, or at least the members of the regular crowd, of whom the land-girl was now one.


As soon as the pudding plates had been cleared away, Mum went up to her room. Eyebrows raised, the crowd looked at Mr Armitage. ‘She’s a little under the weather,’ he explained, and left the table.


He went upstairs to her room and did his best to comfort her. He said the ordinary things, the right things; that she mustn’t punish herself, that she was not to blame.


‘I know,’ she said, ‘I know.’ But oh, how she blamed herself. If she had not insisted on their driving up to that awful house it would never have happened. Miss Emmet was such a frail woman, such a lonely woman. How she must have suffered, not only this afternoon but through all the other afternoons of her solitary life in which she had stood alone, facing fearsome beasts.


‘She wouldn’t let me go to her,’ said Mr Armitage, distressed at the implication. ‘I tried, but she told me to keep still. You heard her.’


‘I know,’ said Mum, and she wept afresh.


It was the land-girl’s turn to make the tea and fetch the cheese and biscuits – at this time of the evening Mr White was busy in the bar – but before going through into the kitchen she went upstairs to the first floor. The Hardwick children slept in No. 4, and they, of course, were downstairs at the supper table. She was in and out in a jiffy, the stoat in her arms. It would be such a joke.


She had just closed the door of No. 1 behind her, the small room at the back overlooking the cowshed, when she heard muffled voices coming from Mum’s room. No matter how hard she strained to hear the words she could make neither head nor tail of them, but Mum was upset, that much was obvious. Bursting with curiosity, the land-girl went downstairs to put on the kettle.


‘Something’s up,’ she announced importantly as she carried in the tray, and then stopped; she had forgotten that Miss Emmet was still at the table.


Mr Armitage and Mum appeared again shortly before nine o’clock. As soon as they entered the room Miss Emmet rose from her chair by the fire. It was quite marked, the way she left just as they came in.


Some of the crowd went into the library to play cards. Molly Berwick and Mrs Lambert sat with Mum at the dining-room table. They whispered together, as though there was illness in the house. Mr Armitage sat by the fire, alone, and saw monsters in the flames.


Miss Emmet had felt ill during supper. Undressing in her tiny room, she began to shudder. Such a reaction was only to be expected, she told herself, and pulling back the sheets she climbed into her bed.


At first she thought the thing in her bed was a dead dog, and that too was to be expected. A moment before she had been feverish; now, cold with anger, she put on her dressing-gown and slippers, and holding the stoat by one leg so that its sawdust blood dripped onto the floorboards, she went in search of Mum.


Talking it over with her friends had done Mum the world of good. Molly Berwick had practically proved that Miss Emmet was almost entirely at fault. No one had asked her to get out of the car, certainly not Mum, who by her own admission had said it was a silly thing to do. And in any case, no harm had come from it, though – God knows – it sounded a close thing. Miss Emmet hadn’t been scratched, let alone bitten, and if she had been going to suffer a heart attack from the experience, she would have had one there and then, on the path, or coming home in the car.


‘I do feel better,’ Mum said. ‘Thank you.’


‘What are friends for?’ asked Molly, and only fleetingly did Mum wonder if she knew the answer.


It was at that precise moment that Miss Emmet thrust open the door and ran into the room. She was carrying the stuffed stoat in her arms, and wore her hair net. ‘I have known all kinds of people,’ said Miss Emmet, ‘rich and poor, stupid and intelligent, but none of them have exhibited the degree of malice to be found in you. It is obvious that you have never known what it is to be vulnerable or unhappy.’


It was an impressive speech, and they looked at her with respect, though some had not understood what she said. Mum couldn’t make out what it was she held in her arms. At first she thought it was some kind of fur tippet, stiffened with age. Lifting the stoat into the air with both hands, Miss Emmet flung it at her. The stoat skimmed above the table, raking Mum’s turban from her head, and bounced on the floor behind the gramophone.


Afterwards those of the regular crowd who had been in the bar or in the library said that they were glad to have missed the excitement. They could not have borne the sight of Mum, humiliated at the table, the waxen skin of her burnt scalp shining like an egg in the lamplight. So they said.





BEGGARS WOULD RIDE



On 22 December 1605, two men on horseback, cloaks billowing, hoofs striking sparks from the frozen ground, rode ferociously from the Guildhall to a hill near the village of Hampstead. Dismounting some yards from the summit and a little to the east, they kicked a shallow depression in the earth. Several villagers, knowing in advance the precise and evil properties of the talisman they carried, gawped from a safe distance. Dropping to their knees, the horsemen buried a small round object wrapped in a piece of cloth. Upon rising, the taller of the two men was heard to observe that he wished he was in front of a warm hearth; at which moment the earth erupted and belched fire. For an instant the men stood transfixed and then, cloaks peeled by dancing flame, they whirled upwards, two lumps of burning rag spinning in a blazing arc against the sky.


On the Friday before Christmas, Ben Lewis and Frobisher met as usual in the car park behind the post office. Ben Lewis arrived a quarter of an hour late and, grimacing through the windscreen of his estate car, proceeded to take off his shoes. It annoyed Frobisher, still left waiting in the cold. When the wind stirred the dead leaves on the concrete ground, there was a sound like rats scampering.


‘Bloody parky,’ shouted Frobisher, but the man in the car was now out of sight, slumped between seat and clutch as he struggled to remove his trousers.


Frobisher, chilled to the bone, jogged to the boundaries of the car park and back again, passing two women seated inside a green Mini, one reading a newspaper, the other noticeably crying.


Ben Lewis emerged wearing shorts and a pair of white sneakers with blue toecaps.


‘There’s two women back there,’ Frobisher told him. ‘By the wire netting. One’s blubbing into a handkerchief.’


‘Really,’ said Ben Lewis.


‘The other’s reading,’ said Frobisher. He looked down at Ben Lewis’s sneakers and smiled insincerely.


‘They’re new,’ he said. Privately he thought them ridiculous; his own plimsolls, though stained and short on laces, were otherwise all that they should be.


Ben Lewis unlocked the boot of his car and took out a long canvas bag. ‘Let’s go into the bushes,’ he shouted, and ducking through a gap in the fence shouldered his way into a dense undergrowth of alder and old privet.


The ground was liberally strewn with broken glass and beer cans. ‘Funny,’ remarked Ben Lewis, ‘how few whatsits one sees these days.’


‘Don’t follow you,’ said Frobisher.


‘Contraceptives,’ said Ben Lewis, whose mind was often on such things.


Labouring over the rusted frame of a child’s pushchair, Frobisher stubbed his toe on a small, round object half buried beneath decaying leaves. ‘I wish,’ he panted, ‘we could get the hang of the game. Just for an hour or so.’


Twice a week, during the lunch hour, they played tennis together. Frobisher worked just across the road in the National Westminster Bank, and Ben Lewis drove from Hampstead where he was a partner in a firm of estate agents.


‘Whose turn is it to pay?’ asked Frobisher, when, out of breath, they reached the entrance to the tennis courts.


He always asked that. He knew perfectly well that he had paid on Wednesday. He had a horror of being thought mean.


‘Yours,’ said Ben Lewis, who had no such fears.


The attendant marked them down for Court 14, which was listing slowly and surrounded on three sides by trees. Though the court itself was full of pot-holes and the net invariably wound too high, it did have the advantage of privacy. Neither Frobisher nor Ben Lewis cared to be watched. When they had first started to play together, having chummed up in a pub in Belsize Park and mutually complained of being unfit, they had imagined it would be a matter of weeks before their game improved. Both had last played; slackly, at school. A year had passed and improvement had not come. Ben Lewis’s service was quite good but he gained little advantage from it because it was too good for Frobisher to return. Frobisher had a nice forehand of a sort, the sort that lobbed the ball high into the air. Ben Lewis couldn’t see the ball unless it came low over the net. They comforted themselves with the thought of the benefit they obviously derived from bending down and trotting about in the open air.


Of the two, Ben Lewis was the more outwardly narcissistic. He used aftershave and he hinted that he’d once had a sauna. He worried about his hair, which was now sparse, and the way his cheeks were falling in. He felt it was all right for Frobisher to sport a weathered crown – his particular height and porky-boy belly put him into a defined category – but he himself was on the short side and slender. He didn’t want to degenerate into an elderly whippet with emaciated flanks, running like hell after the rabbit in the Waterloo Cup, and balding into the bargain.


‘People are awfully callous these days, aren’t they?’ said Frobisher.


‘What?’ said Ben Lewis.


‘The way they read while other people cry.’


‘I shouldn’t care for it,’ said Ben Lewis. ‘Not outdoors. Not in this weather.’ He pushed open the rusted gate to Court 14 and began to unzip his bag.


‘How’s Margaret?’ asked Frobisher.


‘Fine, fine,’ said Ben Lewis. He didn’t inquire after Frobisher’s wife. Not any more. Frobisher’s wife was called Beth, and Ben Lewis, who some years ago had directed Little Women for his local Amateur Dramatic Society, had once referred to her, jokingly of course, as ‘Keep Death Off the Road’. Frobisher, not having seen the play, hadn’t seen the joke. Far from it. He’d made some pretty silly remarks about it sounding disrespectful to his wife. Ben Lewis thought it was hypocritical of him, seeing that Frobisher had admitted to having a woman on the side. The previous summer, when excessive heat had forced Frobisher to remove his shirt, he had positively boasted about the two scratch marks Ben Lewis had noticed on his back. At the time, Ben Lewis had thought of rubbing his own back against a rose bush in his front garden, only he forgot.


Frobisher removed his overcoat and scarf and was discovered to be wearing a dark-blue tracksuit with white stripes on each shoulder.


‘That’s new,’ said Ben Lewis, smiling insincerely. He had the strangest notion, when he strolled into position on the court, that his new shoes had springs in the heel.


Without warning, Frobisher hit a very good ball down the line. Ben Lewis returned it, though he was dazzled as usual by the horizontal of the grimy net and the glittering rectangles of the tower block built lower down the hill. For perhaps half a remarkable minute they successfully kept the ball in play until Ben Lewis, misjudging his own strength, sent it flying into the wire netting with such force that it lodged there like some unlikely fruit. ‘You won’t believe it,’ he told Frobisher. ‘But I thought the net was higher or you were lower.’


‘Optical illusion,’ said Frobisher kindly, scrambling up the grass bank to pluck the ball from the wire. ‘It’s that jetstream.’ And he indicated with his racket two white and wobbling lines stretched across the sky. He felt unusually light on his feet and remarked confidently that it was all a question of rhythm. He could feel, he asserted, a definite sense of rhythm creeping into his stroke. They were both exhilarated at this sudden improvement in form. Secretly, Ben Lewis thought it had something to do with his shoes. Frobisher openly expressed the belief that his tracksuit had contributed to his new-found skill.


‘A fellow in the office,’ said Ben Lewis, ‘started to get into trendy trousers last summer. His wife egged him on. He pulled off a fairly complicated land deal in South Woodford.’


‘Direct result, you mean?’ said Frobisher.


‘Nothing was ever proved,’ replied Ben Lewis, and he bounced on his toes and served with quite extraordinary speed and verve.


After a quarter of an hour an awed Ben Lewis said that in his opinion they were Wimbledon standard and possibly better than that bad-tempered fellow on the box who was always arguing with the man up the ladder. ‘And you’re right about the rhythm,’ he said. He kept to himself the fanciful idea that they were dancing a slow foxtrot, championship standard, not a foot wrong, every move correctly timed, sweeping backwards and forwards across the court to the beat of an invisible orchestra.
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